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Teaching Children to Pray 


By JEANNE D. BIRRELL 


I. Preparation for Prayer 


Most parents realize that prayer is as important 
to the spirit of a little child as eating and sleeping 
are to his physical body. But they often feel less 
capable of teaching him to pray, than of planning 
a healthful diet. Sometimes, the difficulty is that 
they, themselves, are not as familiar with the art of 
prayer as they are with the experience of eating. 


The first requisite for teaching a little child 

to pray is that the parents have a vital ex- 
perience of prayer based on a close, personal rela- 
tionship with God. If they have not, then perhaps 
the church pastor can help, with counsel and with 
books. A husband and wife can help each other, 
too, by praying together and by sharing their be- 
liefs about God. The prayer-experience of par- 
ents is a part of the home atmosphere which a child 
absorbs unconsciously and which determines his 
early attitude toward prayer. 


A second step in preparing the little child to 

pray is the help we give him in getting ac- 
quainted with God. Through conversation we 
point out the many evidences in our daily life of 
God’s plan for our physical needs. We take time 
to answer the child’s questions about the wonders 
of God in nature. We plan to have a generous 
portion of his reading material contribute to his 
knowledge of God. 


Many of the religious books and pictures which 
we choose will present the life of Jesus. Some par- 
ents encourage small children to let Jesus become 
their whole picture of God. This has certain value, 
but it also has the danger of limiting the child’s 
concept of the majesty, greatness and creative pow- 
er of God. 


It is wiser to help children to have an experi- 
ence of God. As they grow older, we might explain 
that the church often emphasizes three outstand- 
ing evidences of God’s love: his creation of the 
earth, his revelation of himself through the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus, and his guidance 
in the lives of people like us. We can say that 
the church’s word-picture for these three ways that 
we receive God’s love, is the term “Trinity”, which 
is an abbreviation for the three words, “Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit.” 


There is a third preparation for prayer which 

is also a part of the home environment. It 
consists of arranging from time to time a worship 
center which suggests thoughts of God. It’s base 
may be a table where sometimes there will be flow- 
ers or a bird’s nest, sometimes an open Bible, some- 
times a cross and candles, and at Christmas time 
a manger scene. Above the table may be hung a 
religious picture or a piece of framed wall board 
on which can be tacked different pictures for differ- 
ent seasons and holidays. It is well to keep the 
family religious books on a shelf below the table or 
nearby where they can be easily reached. 


A The fourth preparation which parents should 
make for helping their children to pray is to 
make it possible for them to attend Sunday School 
regularly and then to find out what sort of experi- 


ence of prayer they are having there. If it is not pos- 
sible for the mother or the father to be a regular 
teacher, they will benefit greatly by volunteering 
to substitute, occasionally, in each child’s depart- 
ment so that they can harmonize his Sunday ex- 
perience with his home religious training. It is 
often possible to capitalize on the Sunday school 
work during the week by tacking up above the wor- 
ship center a piece of handiwork which the child 
has brought home. Lesson papers should be filed 
in a notebook and kept on the family religious 
bookshelf. 
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Il. Kinds of Prayer 


We should recognize that there are different 
kinds of prayer. Sometimes we speak out loud, in 
the presence of others, sometimes we think the 
words in our own minds, and sometimes we just 
“feel” a prayer, as we do when we look at a beauti- 
ful sunset. ‘The important thing is to feel our- 
selves in the presence of God. For prayer is spir- 
itual conversation with him and has no reality 
unless our spirits touch his. 

Children who live in an age of radio and tele- 
phone should not find it hard to understand how 
they can talk with someone whom they do not see 
with physical eyes. We explain that talking with 
God is like tuning in on a radio wave length that 
broadcasts “around the clock”, and that we turn 


the receiver on or off by our attitude of mind and 
heart. 


1. Formal Prayers 


It is important to help children have at least 
three kinds of prayer. The first is planned, spoken 
prayer, such as we have when we say grace before 
meals and a prayer every evening at bedtime. This 
sort of prayer has great value in establishing a 
habit. 

In many homes there is also a brief period of 
family worship at the same time every day. There 
are fine devotional books available for this pur- 
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pose. Children enjoy varying the procedure by 
using religious story books. It is wise to let the 
members of the family take turns offering the 
prayer for this occasion. ‘The secret of establish- 
ing a family worship period as a regular practice 
is in having the time brief and the material suit- 
able to the ages of the children. 


For these planned prayer-times many beautiful 
prayer-verses have been published. These should 
not take the place, however, of frequent “home- 
made” prayers which deal with specific events in- 
the life of the family. The use of the Lord’s Prayer 
frequently enough for children to learn it, will 
prove to be of value when they attend adult church 
services and are able to repeat the words with the 
rest of the congregation. 


2. Spontaneous Worship 


A second type of prayer which parents can often 
share with children is the sort of spontaneous 
moment of worship we have when we look out 
upon newly tallen snow or listen to a group of 
Christmas carollers. Sometimes we speak of the 
experience to help the child learn to find God this 
way. Other times, we sense His presence together 
and know that it is not necessary to speak. If we 
are to have tnany experiences of this sort, we must 
often be willing to stop what we are doing in 
order to see a sunset at just the right time, or 
to share in the discovery of a new flower. 


3. Silent Prayer 


A third type of prayer which we cannot share 
with children but toward which all the rest of our 
training is directed, is their own silent personal 
conversation with God. It is wise to encourage 
them to sometimes say their bedtime prayer si- 
lently, particularly if there has been some naughti- 
ness which we have suggested they talk over with 
God. Some families vary the meal time grace by 
occasionally substituting a period of Quaker si- 
lence. 


As children grow older, their private conver- 
sation with God will become the major part of 
their prayer life. That is why it is very important 
that we establish the right sort of feeling about 
God while they are small. It is also important 
that we teach them what to say and what sort of 
answer to expect. 


iii. The Content of Children’s Prayers 


All prayer should begin with an attitude of 
reverence. That is why we teach children to bow 
their heads or kneel while they pray. Eventually 
the phvsical habit becomes a permanent attitude 
of the heart, and they cannot think of God with- 
out being aware of his greatness and his power. 
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A child’s earliest prayers usually consist of 
thankfulness for specific evidences about him of 
God’s loving care—food, clothing and shelter, fam- 
ily and friends, beauty and fun. Soon he is ready 
to mention the names of his dear ones and ask 
God to bless them. This learning to merge his 
own tiny spark of love with God’s great love is 
preparation for the time when his prayer for some- 
one else will release the spiritual energy used by 
God to strengthen a sick body or transform a selfish 
personality. 

Some times the family prayer will be directed 
to ask God’s blessing on unfortunate people we 
have learned about outside the family circle. We 
need to pause in such a prayer to listen for God’s 
suggestion as to how we can help him answer it. 

It is natural for any child who is impressed 
with God’s greatness and goodness to include in 
his prayers requests for all sorts of things that he 
wants. We must be careful to teach him that God 
is a spirit and that he answers our prayers by 
putting new thoughts into our minds and new 
feelings into our hearts. So, if a little boy wants 
a bicycle, he may ask God to help him find a way 
to earn the money to buy one. 

The most personal element in prayer is con- 
fession of wrongdoing. We prepare children for 
this sort of prayer by being willing to confess our 
own mistakes, especially those which involve the 
children. We sometimes encourage them at bed- 
time to think of a specific failure during the day 
and then speak to God about it silently. We often 
put into the prayers we say for them a sentence 
such as, ‘Please help us tomorrow to do our work 
cheerfully and play kindly with our friends.” Most 
of all, we try to teach them what sort of conduct 
God approves and then hope they will want to 
please him as their prayer-friendship grows deeper 
through the years. 

For prayer is based upon friendship with God 
and at its best, in adult years, it can become the 
conscious fellowship of an entire life lived in his 
presence. This is our goal, and our opportunity 
as leaders of little children, to grow together into 
the fulness of life which our Father planned for 
us all. 

Christian Education Service Leaflet 
Department of the Christian Family 
in cooperation with 
Department of Christian Education of Children 
P.O. Box 871, Nashville 2, Tennessee 


Division of the Local Church 
The General Board of Education of the Methodist Church 


Leaflet No. 3031-B 1953-75M 
Price, 20 cents a dozen 1954-100M 
$1.00 a hundred Please send cash with order. 


